How is St. Louis encephalitis spread?
Mosquitoes (primarily the Culex species) become infected by feeding on birds infected with SLEV. Infected mosquitoes then transmit the virus to humans and animals during their feeding process. SLEV grows in both infected birds and mosquitoes, but does not make either one sick.
What are the symptoms of St. Louis Encephalitis?
Onset of illness is usually abrupt, with fever, headache, dizziness, nausea, and malaise. Signs and symptoms intensify over a period of several days to a week. Some patients spontaneously recover after this period; others develop signs of central nervous system infections, including stiff neck, confusion, disorientation, dizziness, tremors and unsteadiness. Coma can develop in severe cases. The disease is generally milder in children than in older adults. About 40% of children and young adults with SLEV disease develop only fever and headache or aseptic meningitis; almost 90% of elderly persons infected with SLEV disease develop encephalitis. The overall case-fatality ratio is 5-15%. The risk of fatal disease increases with patient age.
How soon after exposure do symptoms appear?
It takes 5 to 15 days after the bite of an infected mosquito to develop symptoms of SLEV disease.
How is St. Louis encephalitis diagnosed?
Diagnosis is based on tests of blood or spinal fluid. These tests typically look for antibodies that the body makes against the viral infection.
What is the treatment for St. Louis encephalitis?
There is no specific treatment for SLEV disease. Antibiotics are not effective against viruses. Severe illnesses are treated by supportive therapy which may include hospitalization, respiratory support, intravenous (IV) fluids, and prevention of other infections.
